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UM FORESTER STUDIES SOIL 
IN DOUGLAS FIR FORESTS
MISSOULA--
University of Montana forestry professor Thomas Nimlos is curious about 
why and how fertile dark-colored soil can exist under Douglas fir trees in 
certain Western forests when it doesn't exist elsewhere under other forests.
Nimlos said it is important to understand why and how the situation exists 
because dark-colored soils have higher fertility levels and better properties 
than light-colored soils, which are found under most forests.
He explained that soils formed in grasslands usually have dark surfaces 
formed by grass litter and the decomposition of fine rootlets which contribute 
to the soil's fertility.
However, most soils formed in coniferous forests usually have light-colored 
surfaces because nutrients are leached by the trees and rootlets are not 
concentrated near the surface.
Certain Douglas fir stands are the exception. According to Nimlos, most 
of these anomolous forests and soils are located in relatively dry environments, 
like many areas of southwestern Montana.
Nimlos theorizes that the dark soils may have formed when the sites were 
grasslands and somehow maintained their dark color after the invasion of the 
Douglas fir forests.
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He said that some of these soils are found under fir stands that are more 
than 400 years old. He emphasized that the organic matter in these soils must 
be very persistent.
However, he said many of the soils must have formed under already existing 
forests. Although some grass grows under the fir stands, Nimlos said that 
the amount of grass is much lower than grasslands at comparable elevations.
Nimlos' soil studies are part of a research project sponsored by the U.S. Forest 
Service. The project is titled "Effect of Fire History and Vegetation Change in
Soil Development in Southwestern Montana."
Nimlos will present a paper on some of this research at a conference of 
agronomy and soil science societies in Anaheim, Calif., Nov. 28 to Dec. 3. The 
conference organizations are the American Society of Agronomy, the Crop Science 
Society of America and the Soil Science Society of America.
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